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Arctic Orientation CBT Participant Guide

Survival Techniques and Tips
Be Prepared
The Boy Scout motto, “Be Prepared.” is universally known and admired because everyone understands that if you already have the knowledge and skills that will help you cope with a situation, regardless of what that situation is, you will emerge successful.

This module will take you on a virtual journey through the steps of some common survival scenarios, letting you get an understanding of what skills, knowledge and attitude you will need to help you survive one of these situations.

What If You Need to Survive

Finding yourself in a survival situation in a cold climate is one of the most stressful situations you may ever be in, because you know your life is in danger. It’s that simple. If you don’t provide yourself have shelter, warmth, water, food, you do not survive. 

Adding to this, the moment you recognize that you are in a survival situation is the moment the stress kicks in. There is no gradual realization and no respite; stress is constantly present. The danger here is that a survival situation is when you need to be thinking most clearly and reasonably. Your brain is your best tool for surviving the incident. You must be in the right frame of mind when your survival is at stake. 

So how do you stay in the right frame of mind? What you need to do is develop “the will to survive,” a positive, goal-oriented attitude that allows you to adapt and excel while in the middle of a very difficult situation.

Let’s face it, survival is very hard work. Modern existence provides us with a lot of conveniences that we have come to rely on. Our homes are insulated, highly efficient, climate-controlled shelters protecting us from a wide range of weather. Most of the work done by hand by our grandparents is now accomplished by mechanical work-saving devices. For most of us, our hunting-gathering is done at a supermarket. To be lifted out of this type of environment and dropped in a survival situation is shocking. 

So what is the will to survive? It’s the attitude that says you are going to survive no matter what happens. This is especially difficult because no one plans to be stranded, lost and disoriented. You have just hit a huge obstacle in your day’s routine. Like any obstacle you encounter, in order to defeat it you have to accept the circumstance you are in, work to improve it, and make sure you’re able to survive. It isn’t always the physically strongest who survive. It’s who is best at withstanding the stress of the situation and thinking clearly and logically in an emergency.

So how do you develop a will to survive? The first thing you need is a commitment to the goal that you will live through this circumstance. You must refuse to give up – no result other than returning to your normal life is acceptable. This belief is difficult because you know you will have to feed, shelter and doctor yourself with limited resources available. The good news is that your brain is a very powerful force and the major reason you will survive. It can push your body to extraordinary actions. It controls your actions and thinking. If you think that you can’t survive, then you won’t try to survive. You won’t use your skills if you don’t have a positive mental attitude.

Having an overall goal (to return to your normal life) gives you a point of reference you can come back to, or focus on when you need to. In order to reach your overall goal you will have to accomplish several smaller goals (i.e. stay warm, maintain communications, ) which themselves are usually made up of smaller steps (i.e. ensure emergency kit has blankets and candles, run vehicle engine periodically, make sure nothing is blocking the tailpipe, ensure enough ventilation for  burning candle). These smaller goals are easier to focus on and achieve than the main goal but when you complete all the smaller goals, you achieve the main goal. Analyzing a situation, breaking a large task into small actions, setting attainable goals and giving them a priority is the most effective way to solve a problem. And if something goes wrong during a task, you can correct your action for the small step much more easily than you can a large goal. 

This is important because your brain also has a dark side to it. You will have negative thoughts and imagine the worst during a survival situation. Your fears will haunt you. Most dangerous of all, you will make mistakes and these will cause despair. The mistakes themselves may not be fatal (they will make life more difficult for you) but to succumb to the despair the mistake will cause almost certainly would be.

The best way to avoid succumbing to despair is to keep a positive mental attitude. Setting goals will help you keep a positive mental attitude. With a goal in mind, you can see yourself reaching it, and celebrate when that happens. Even if it’s one of the small steps necessary to attain a larger goal, successfully completing it’s an achievement that will give you confidence, and with one step taken it’s easier to take the next step, and the next. 

There are some emotional issues that you will confront in a survival situation. Loneliness will make a survival situation more difficult. Humans are social animals. For most of us, we like to be part of a group. In a survival situation we are alone, cut off without society’s support services. Boredom and lack of interest are also problems in a survival situation. The way you fight these is by keeping busy and keeping noisy. Singing, whistling, talking to yourself aloud, and daydreaming will take your mind off the fact you are alone and onto something more positive. 

Fear and panic are two other negative emotions you have to fight. Fear in a survival situation is natural and to be expected. Your life is at stake; of course you are going to be fearful. You can use that fear as positive motivation to work harder, focus more and be more careful. This will help control your fear. The danger comes when your fear controls you. The unknown, lack of confidence, not knowing what to do next and a vivid negative imagination will make your fears grow. If you can’t control your fears, they will lead you to panic. Panic is the uncontrolled, unthinking, urge to flee from a situation. When you stop thinking rationally and just try to escape (either physically or mentally) you can make a bad situation worse. 

To control fear and prevent panic, keep your focus positive. Stay calm and relaxed. Remind yourself of your successes. Focus on the small tasks you need to accomplish, especially those that are easy to succeed at. Look for positives in the situation. Don’t make hasty decisions. Analyze the situation completely and only then decide on your plan of action. Look for what resources you have around you. Prepare for the worst, hope for the best and never give up. 

If you believe in a higher power, prayer or meditation will help you control your fears. Try to follow the tenets or requirements of your belief as you would in your regular life. This will help normalize a small part of the situation, and help you maintain your will to survive by giving you hope and psychological support. Remember, though, that while you have faith in the higher power, you must help yourself as well. You are the one who must, with the higher power’s aid, survive the situation. 

There are negative physical states that can affect your will to survive as well. Fatigue is a real danger. You will be more careless and your reasoning and judgment will be impaired when you are tired. It will also increase the likelihood of losing your positive attitude. Make sure you rest your body properly. Conserve your energy and stay calm. Getting chilled or overheated can impair your will to survive. Hunger and thirst will make you more depressed. Make sure you take care of your physical needs 

Preparation is a very important aspect of developing the will to survive. It is the foundation on which you can build your will to survive. If you are prepared for a survival situation, you will have more confidence in your ability to survive than someone who hasn’t done the work. 

This extends to simple yet vital tasks like making sure you have a fully stocked emergency kit before to departing. Be prepared by telling someone your trip information including time of arrival. And be prepared for the fact that, regardless of how much training or experience you have, you will use poor judgment from time to time in a survival situation. The key is to minimize those poor decisions by having a strong base of knowledge and careful planning.

What If You Are Stranded in Your Vehicle
It is more likely that, if you do become stranded in the wilderness, you will be traveling in a vehicle rather than by foot or snowmobile. In this case, what do you do? There are some simple steps you can take to manage this survival situation so you can return to your normal life.

The absolute first step is to ask yourself if there is an immediate danger to your life or health (a fire, noxious fumes from a chemical spill, the vehicle fell through the ice). If there is, then you must leave the area and move to a safe place immediately. This is the only time you should ever leave your vehicle if you are stranded in the North. 

The next step is to contact your dispatcher, supervisor or company emergency contact. You should have a communication device available (remember your preparation), either radio, cell phone or satellite phone. Tell your contact what has happened, where you are (your best guess), and that you need assistance. 

Once you have talked to your supervisor, assess your situation. Why can’t you continue traveling? If it is something you can fix, try to but remember to avoid over-exerting yourself or putting yourself at risk due to hypothermia. 

If you can’t fix the problem, stay with your vehicle. It is a ready-built shelter (and if the engine is working then it comes with a limited heat source). Remember that searchers will go to your last known location and start the search from there, focusing on the route you planned to follow. Also remember that your vehicle is much larger than you are, so it’s easier to spot than you are. The searchers will be looking for your vehicle, and 99 percent of the time that is what they find first.

You need to continue your assessment of your situation. What are the hazards you might be exposed to and what is the likelihood of them occurring. What resources do you have that can mitigate or eliminate these hazards? What’s in your emergency kit? You should have enough supplies for three days. 

While you are assessing the potential hazards, remember that there is a hierarchy of danger in the North: lack of oxygen will kill you in a matter of minutes; hypothermia will kill you in a matter of hours; dehydration will kill you in a matter of days, lack of food will kill you in a month. So which do you need to address first? 

Now, decide what you need to do next to address your needs. Each survival situation is unique so you will have to determine what the best course of action is for you in your situation. Just remember to focus on your goals and break your tasks down into simple steps.

Set up flares if you are on a road where other traffic might still be traveling. Surviving will become much more difficult if you have to cope with an accident or injury as well. The flares will be a signal to rescuers, too. You could also turn on your four-way emergency lights but be careful not to drain your battery. In daytime, tie a brightly coloured cloth or piece of plastic to your radio antenna as a signal.

Run the vehicle occasionally (try about 10 minutes every hour) to provide heat from the interior heating system. Before you do, make sure your exhaust pipe is free of obstacles like snow. Also open the window slightly on the side facing away from the wind to increase ventilation. Together these will help prevent carbon monoxide from building up in your vehicle while the engine is running. Most experts suggest leaving the window that faces away from the wind open a tiny bit at all times for air circulation. If you do, make sure you limit the amount of snow or rain that enters the vehicle. It might be best if no one sits beside the open window, if possible, to avoid getting wet or chilled.

While you are running the vehicle, turn on the inside dome light. This will signal to passing motorists that someone is in the vehicle and needs help. Make sure you turn the light off when you stop the vehicle; you don’t want to drain the battery.

Bundle up in a blanket for additional warmth. Wear a hat and scarf, or a neck warmer, to limit body heat loss through the head and neck. Make sure you don’t overdress and begin sweating. This can open the door to hypothermia. Regularly check yourself for signs of hypothermia or frostbite while you’re stranded.

Do not fall asleep. You may miss when searchers or other travelers (who might be able to help) pass by. You can also react immediately if conditions change if you’re awake. If you are traveling with someone, take turns sleeping. That way someone is always watching for rescuers. Don’t sit in one position all the time. Move around and lightly exercise to keep blood circulating.

If the above series of actions sounds familiar, think back to some of the Initial Response Procedures you have seen or been taught. Most have seven steps: evacuate, alarm, assess, protect, rescue, revive, and medical aid. These are the same essential steps as listed above. 

There are some situations where, if the vehicle you are traveling in has a minor breakdown, you may be able to repair it. The driver can repair a flat tire or broken fan belt if he or she has the replacement parts and knowledge. Before you try to fix the problem – in fact, as soon as you realize the vehicle has broken down – notify your dispatcher or company contact. Tell him or her where you are (best guess), what has happened, what you’re going to try to do, and how long you think it will take to fix it. Establish with the dispatcher when you will next check in so they can stay aware of your situation and know when you will ask for assistance.

Make sure that before you start working on the vehicle you have set up flares or markers to alert other drivers that you are on the side of the road and working on your vehicle. 

If the problem is something you cannot fix yourself, your only option is to call your dispatcher requesting roadside assistance, and then follow the guidelines for being stranded in your vehicle. You may not consider this a survival situation but the hazards of a cold climate are still there. Remember, too, that if your vehicle’s engine won’t run, you have lost your primary source of heat. Be more cautious about conserving body heat and protecting against hypothermia.

Treat running out of fuel the same as a mechanical breakdown you can’t repair, call your dispatcher for help and protect yourself against the elements. 

What If I Have a Medical Emergency While Stranded?

An injury or medical condition takes precedence over all other needs when you are stranded. The moment you realize you are injured, contact your supervisor or the local authorities like the RCMP for help. 

Your next step is to assess your medical condition. Treat the condition as best you can. We’ve briefly discussed first aid in a previous module; but to properly train someone takes more time and practice than is possible in this training course. Instead, you should take a first aid course prior to heading up north, especially if you are going for an extended period of time.

The other thing you need is a first aid kit. You should have a fully stocked first aid kit with you when you are traveling. It can either be with your vehicle or a personal one carried on with you. Make sure the kit contains any medication that you currently need or are taking. Make sure, as well, that you have more than an adequate supply of your medications. You will need enough to last through the survival situation. A good rule of thumb is to have an emergency supply that will last a week or two.

Be properly prepared and check your kit before traveling to ensure it is fully stocked. If anything is missing, replace it prior to heading out.

What if I Have Communications Equipment With Me?

There are three types of communications equipment you might carry with you in the North: a satellite phone, a radio or an emergency position locator beacon. 

A satellite phone broadcasts its signal to a satellite in orbit that then rebroadcasts it back down to earth and through to the receiver (a cell phone, by comparison sends its signal to a transmission tower which then rebroadcasts the message to the receiver). To do this the phone needs two physical things that are different from a common cellular phone: a much bigger antenna and a much bigger battery. Depending on the manufacturer and the satellite system used (there are several commercially available) antennas range in size from a large marker to a miniature satellite dish. The antenna needs a clear line of sight up into the sky – the signal can be interrupted by buildings or dense tree cover but isn’t affected by hills or valleys. Satellite phones can be expensive ($1,000 to $3,000 depending on the accessories) although there are companies that rent them. Double check whether the system you are purchasing or renting has full access where you are likely to be working before you buy.

We’ve talked in the driving module about radio communications. Make sure that the radio you have is approved for use by your company. Also, make sure that you know how to use the radio and understand your company’s communication procedures prior to taking the radio out into the field. 

An emergency locator beacon, while used for years on aircraft and boats, is relatively new technology for people stranded in the wilderness. The beacon sends a signal to a satellite system indicating your position. By turning on the beacon, you are saying that you are in distress and need rescuing. With a beacon, the rescue teams are guided right to you, reducing search times. Unlike a satellite phone or a radio, you cannot speak to someone else. The beacon sends the electronic signal only. 

Triggering a beacon will automatically initiate a rescue operation, so it should only be used in three circumstances:

If someone’s life is in danger;

If a delay in getting a sick or injured person to medical attention will lead to further serious injury;

If you are long overdue (days not hours), and have a good reason to believe that a search for you has already begun.

Even with a beacon, it may take some time for a rescue team to reach you. Also, the beacon system was designed to help people when they are lost in an area with difficult access and no man-made transportation routes (in other words, not for when you are stuck on the side of a road). And remember, it is illegal to misuse an emergency locator beacon. 

Be careful of relying on the locator too much. Batteries drain more quickly in cold weather; condensation can short out electronics; and solar flares can interrupt signals. A locator should be considered more of a last line of protection. It’s far better in most circumstances to use your radio/satellite phone to contact your supervisor.

What If I’m in Bear Country?

Bears are unpredictable. You can never be sure what they will do in any situation so be prepared for anything. It’s best to avoid contact with all bears, if possible. There are three species of bear you might encounter: polar, grizzly and black bear. 

Polar bears are the largest bear. They have white fur and their weight ranges between 400 and 600 kilograms. They mostly live on the permanent sea ice of the Arctic Ocean and coastline of the mainland and Arctic islands, but they can travel down as far as the southern region of Hudson Bay. Polar bears have been spotted as far as 150 km inland. Polar bears will scavenge anything, so are often spotted near human settlements and especially garbage dumps. They are curious and will investigate any strange object, smell, noise or animal (i.e. human). Polar bears will act defensively if surprised at close-range, or protecting a cub or food.  A polar bear will hunt humans if it is hungry or has developed a taste for people.

Grizzly bears are generally brown in colour and have a distinctive hump at the front shoulder. They live in Alaska, Yukon, Northwest Territory, Western Nunavut, B.C. and the mountainous region of Alberta. An adult grizzly weighs between 200 and 500 kilograms. Grizzlies have a hard time adapting to human settlement and can only survive in wilderness areas that people have left mostly undisturbed. Grizzlies are mysterious; one may be curious about people one day and completely shy the next. They are curious, will scavenge human garbage and react defensively if surprised, but generally do not hunt humans (except in unusual circumstances).

Black bears are the smallest of the three bears. Females are generally about 70 kilograms while males are about 135 kilograms (The largest black bear recorded weighed in at 290 kilograms). Black bears live across North America including the southern Arctic region. Black bears are more predatory towards humans than the other two bears 

All three types of bears usually avoid humans; they are usually aware of you long before you will be aware of the bear. Because of that, the best defense against a bear is a good noisemaker. By making noise when traveling through the wilderness you will tell the bear you’re there and give it plenty of time to avoid you. Talking loudly, banging pots and pans, wearing bells are all good ways to tell the bear that you are present. Most likely, the bear will avoid you without you ever being aware that he or she was there. 
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